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A Primer on Common Research Study Designs for School Funding Used by 

Economists 

 

What Are Research Study Designs for School Funding? 

Economists study school funding to see how money affects kids' learning and future lives. They look at 

things like how much money schools get and if it helps test scores or jobs later. A research study design 

is a plan to collect and check facts. It helps find true answers about cause and effect. Good designs make 

sure results are fair and not by chance. In school funding, economists use designs that handle real-world 

data. These are often quasi-experimental. They use changes like new laws or court rules as natural tests. 

This primer talks about five main ones. They are the most used and work well based on reviews of 

studies (Gopalan et al., 2020; Meghir & Rivkin, 2010). 

 

Difference-in-Differences Design 

Difference-in-differences design compares changes over time between groups. One group gets a change, 

like more funding. The other does not. It looks at before and after the change for both. Subtract the no-

change group's shift from the change group's shift. This shows the true effect. In school funding, it 

checks state reforms. 

 

For example, compare low-fund schools that get more money after a law to high-fund schools that do 

not (Jackson et al., 2016). 

 

This design is good because it uses real events like laws. It controls for other changes over time. But 

groups must be similar before. If not, results may be wrong. It needs good data over years (Gopalan et 

al., 2020). 

 

Instrumental Variables Design 

Instrumental variables design uses a tool to fix bias. Bias happens when funding links to other things 

like rich areas. The tool, or instrument, affects funding but not outcomes directly. It must be strong and 

not linked to other factors. Economists use it to find cause. In school funding, court orders can be 

instruments. They force more money but come from outside (Jackson et al., 2016). 

 

For example, a study used court rules to see if more spending raises test scores. The court order predicts 

funding changes. 

 

This design is strong for cause because it uses outside shocks. It gives clear effects for groups affected. 

But finding a good instrument is hard. Weak ones give bad results (Meghir & Rivkin, 2010). 

 

Regression Discontinuity Design 

Regression discontinuity design uses a cutoff rule. Funding changes at a point, like income level. Groups 

just above and below the cutoff are like each other. Compare them to see effects. No random pick, but 

the cutoff acts like one. In school funding, it looks at rules where poor districts get extra cash if below a 

line (Gopalan et al., 2020). 
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For example, if aid starts at 50% poor kids, compare schools at 49% and 51%. See if more money helps 

learning. 

 

This design is good for clear cause near the cutoff. It needs less assumptions. But results only work near 

the line. Not for all groups. Needs many facts around the cutoff (Meghir & Rivkin, 2010). 

 

Fixed Effects Design 

Fixed effects design looks at changes within the same group over time. It removes steady differences 

like location. Use panel data, facts from same places many times. In school funding, track districts year 

by year. See how funding shifts affect scores after fixing for district traits (Gopalan et al., 2020). 

 

For example, if a district gets more money one year, check score changes. Ignore things that stay the 

same. 

 

This design is good for big data sets. It controls hidden steady factors. But it misses slow changes. 

Needs long time data (Meghir & Rivkin, 2010). 

 

Synthetic Control Design 

Synthetic control design makes a fake comparison group. It mixes data from unchanged places to match 

the changed one before. Then compare after. Good for one big change, like a state law. In school 

funding, study one state's reform. Make a synthetic state from others to compare (Gopalan et al., 2020). 

 

For example, if Vermont changes funding, mix data from like states. See if outcomes differ after. 

 

This design fits unique cases. It shows clear graphs. But needs good match data. Hard to test if fake 

group is right (Meghir & Rivkin, 2010). 

 

These designs help economists find if school funding works. They use real changes for strong proof. 

Pick based on data and question. Sometimes mix them (Jackson et al., 2016; Gopalan et al., 2020). 
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